


- 90 -

Academy of Neuroscience for Architecture

On the Visual Experience of Meaning, Dwelling, and Place
Kevin Rooney, Ph.D

krooney@dimin.com, Overland Park, KS 66203

Bob Condia, AIA, Architect

condia@k-state.edu, Manhattan, KS 66506-2902

Lester Loschky, Ph.D., Psychology

loschky@k-state.edu, Manhattan, KS 66506-5302

1.   Abstract
It is well established that our vision breaks down into two separate pathways of central and peripheral 
processing (Leibowitz & Post, 1982; Mishkin, M., Ungerleider, L. G., & Macko, K. A., 1983; Livingstone, M. S., 
& Hubel, D. H., 1988; Norman, J., 2001). Each pathway responds to distinctly different types of information 
within the world around us; central vision is concerned with meaning, or what an object is, while peripheral 
vision is concerned with our dwelling or action, within a place or scene, in an environment (Goodale, M. A., 
& Milner, A. D., 1992; Larson, A. M., & Loschky, L. C., 2009; Leibowitz & Post, 1982). What is less known is how 
our visual experience of meaning, dwelling, and place is processed through these two pathways within the 
context of an emotional reaction to architecture (Heidegger, M., 1971; Norberg-Schulz, C., 1976).

In regards to emotions, neuroscientist Antonio Damasio describes two types of fundamental emotional 
reactions as primary and secondary emotions (2005). He defines primary emotions within the tone of action, 
while his definition of secondary emotions refers to the processing of semantic, or the meaning of, information 
present in the world. Given Damasio’s definitions, there exists an overlap in the visual processing pathways 
and the two types of emotional reactions mentioned. Here, central vision processes “what” an object is 
in the context of our secondary emotions of meaning, like the objects painted in the caves of Cantabria, 
Spain, while our peripheral vision processes the primary emotional “actions” we perceive when dwelling in 
the scene of our environment, much like Monet’s Impression, Sunrise.

As Louis Kahn’s setting sun provides celestial meaning to the dwelling of place within the Salk Institute’s 
plaza, our contribution for the presentation at ANFA is to illuminate a logical distinction between naturally 
dwelling within architecture through peripheral vision and examining the meaning of architecture through 
central vision. This is a distinction that divides the experience of place from the analysis of built form.
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Figure 1. Altamira Bison, 
Cantabria, Spain by 
Ramessos
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Figure 3. Dorsal versus Ventral 
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Figure 4. Salk Institute Sunset by Tom 
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